Relative intima-media thickening after preterm birth.
Preterm infants are at increased risk of early arterial growth arrest and cardiovascular mortality. We assessed intima-media thickness (IMT) - an early marker of accelerated vascular ageing - in very preterm infants. Longitudinal cohort study of 21 very preterm and 29 term infants, all with appropriate birthweights. Intima-media thickness was assessed by M-Mode ultrasound of the aorta and carotid arteries at three occasions during a 6-month period corresponding to the third trimester of pregnancy and ending 3 months after term equivalent age. No differences in absolute aortic or carotid IMT were found. However, in relation to vessel lumen diameter, the IMT switched from being narrower in preterm infants, compared with foetuses at 28 weeks of gestation, to being significantly thicker in both the aorta and carotid artery in older infants born preterm, compared with term controls of equivalent postmenstrual age. Although the aortic and carotid artery diameters increased significantly with postnatal age, IMT did not. In relation to vessel diameter, subjects born preterm show thicker intima-media in the great arteries than infants born at term. It remains to be established whether this relative intima-media thickening persists and may be a risk marker for future cardiovascular disease.